Dan Brown's blockbuster novel The Da Vinci Code, Nilus and the Protocols are part of the global conspiracy of a secret order, the Prieuré de Sion, whose prominent members (including Isaac Newton, Victor Hugo, and Claude Debussy) are attempting to bring the Merovingian dynasty-descendants of Jesus and Mary Magdalene-back to power.
The scholarly literature on the Protocols confuses the picture even further. The enigmatic Nilus turns out to be a surprisingly versatile fi gure. He appears not only as a professor or a monk but also as a priest of the Russian Orthodox Church, an orientalist, a court nobleman, a journalist, a half-crazy pseudomystic, a zoologist, a mediocre lawyer, a religious philosopher, an agent of the secret police, an Orthodox theologian, and even a former playboy. Some believe that Nilus was not his real name; some consider him the actual author of the Protocols. None of this is accurate.
In reality, Nilus was neither monk nor professor. 7 There is not the slightest evidence that he was ever invited to court. He was also no "competitor to Rasputin." At the time that Rasputin was consorting with the imperial court, from 1906 to 1916, Nilus was far away from Saint Petersburg in the provinces. He had neither three wives nor a daughter, although he did have a son. Nilus was a deeply devout Orthodox Christian and an opponent of spiritism; he never conducted séances. The Protocols was fi rst published not in 1905 but in 1903. And the real Nilus shortly before he published the Protocols looked rather different (fi g. 3).
Eisner, the brilliant cartoonist, is not to blame for the gaps in his historical knowledge, for instance, that his czars reside in Moscow, not in Saint Petersburg; or that he presents Konstantin Pobedonostsev, the powerful procurator of the Holy Synod of the Russian Orthodox Church, as a stupid, fat chainsmoker, when in fact he was a skinny, highly intelligent ascetic (and "not a doctrinaire antisemite"); or that "the Reichstag Fire plotted by [his] followers" brought Adolf Hitler to power in Germany, when chronologically just the opposite happened. research are so completely ignored and we are regularly served up storiesand not only in graphic novels-that have little to do with history, but a lot to do with fi ction? This is not surprising when we consider the supporters of the Protocols: according to them, this text documents a conspiracy of delegates to the fi rst Zionist Congress at Basel in 1897, but also of high-ranking French Masons, members of the Grand Lodge "Misraim," the secret organization Bne Moshe in Odessa, the Bne-Brit Lodges, the Alliance Israélite Universelle, the Illuminati, the Merovingians, and the Prieuré de Sion or the "Central Chancellery of Zion. Given the massive success of the Protocols and the deep worries caused by the text, even in levelheaded, enlightened circles, it was imperative to solve the mystery of its origins quickly. But this was the hour of the self-proclaimed witnesses and experts, the braggarts and impostors.
The fi rst on the scene was a Russian princess of Polish origin, Catherine Radziwill, a personage with-to put it delicately-a highly checkered past. Instigator of much gossip about the Russian court, she was convicted several times of fraud and forgery. The French writer André Maurois called her a "mythomaniac," in whose life "everything was only deception and lies."
12 In several sensational articles, which appeared in the American and French presses in February and March 1921, Radziwill describes how an agent of the foreign branch of the Okhrana in Paris visited her in the winter of 1904-5 at her apartment on the Champs-Elysées-where else? one may ask-and proudly presented her with the French manuscript of the Protocols, which he had just prepared according to Rachkovskii's orders. 13 The agent was Golovinskiithe same man whom Lepekhin sensationally exposed about eighty years later. Radziwill gave an exact description of the manuscript: different handwritings, yellowish paper, and a big spot of blue ink on the fi rst page. What Radziwill did not know, however, was that the Protocols had already been published in 1903 in Russia. And, of course, she never had an apartment on the Champs-Elysées.
It would be easy to simply dismiss Radziwill's story; indeed, she herself (before dying in poverty in New York in 1941) never referred to it again. This also explains why she and the name of Golovinskii were soon forgotten. But-an important but-her story served as the basis for all further accounts that named Rachkovskii's counterfeit work for the Okhrana in Paris as the origins of the Protocols.
The next witness is a French count, Alexandre du Chayla. He had lived in czarist Russia for twelve years and had met Nilus, the editor of the Protocols. Back in France, in May 1921 du Chayla published his memories of Nilus and the Protocols in the French and American presses.
14 Du Chayla's story was conso- nant on some of Radziwill's account (which he knew) but omitted her most obvious mistakes. Du Chayla describes at length how he encountered Nilus in the Optina Pustyn monastery in 1909. Nilus showed him the original French manuscript of the Protocols-which in all its details matches the description offered by Radziwill-and admitted that he had received it from Rachkovskii. Du Chayla's depiction of the fanatical Nilus, the sinister machinations of the secret police, and the intrigues and conspiracies of the court, which all led to the fabrication of the Protocols, was so coherent and persuasive-and written in such a colorful and enthralling manner-that he soon became the hero of the struggle against the forgery and the principal witness in the story of its provenance. 15 Indeed, du Chayla knew how to write. In 1913, during the notorious blood libel trial against Mendel Beilis in Kiev, he had worked as a journalist supporting the blood accusation and calling on the "secret leaders of the Jewish nation" (chefs occultes de la nation juive) to repent. 16 Now, eight years later, he sold his alleged knowledge about the origins of the Protocols and negotiated stubbornly-as we learn from the correspondence-with the representatives of Jewish organizations to force up the price.
17
Here is not the place to go into the many factual errors and inconsistencies in du Chayla's story. The important thing is that the narrative had now been shaped into its fi nal version, which could no longer be questioned or changed. It became little short of a canonical version during the Bern trial of 1933-35. The Jewish communities in Switzerland had fi led a lawsuit against the local Nazi disseminators of the Protocols. Their true aim, however, was to demonstrate in court the spuriousness of the Protocols. At the beginning of the lengthy court proceedings, which attracted worldwide attention, the plaintiffs agreed to stick closely to du Chayla's narrative. Du Chayla himself appeared as a witness, but only after he had enforced his fee (four thousand Swiss francs, a very large sum at that time). 16. Alexandre du Chayla, "A propos du procès de Kieff," Revue contemporaine, October 18, 1913, 217-18. This was a French-language periodical published in Saint Petersburg and intended as an organ of Russian propaganda in western Europe.
17. The correspondence is housed with the papers of the Jewish historian Elias Tcherikower (Il'ia Cherikover) in the YIVO Institute Archives, New York, and is being prepared for publication by Henryk Baran. I wish to thank Professor Baran for sharing this information and some of the correspondence with me.
18. Du Chayla to Sergei Svatikov, June 7, 1934, Tcherikower Papers, YIVO Institute Archives, New York.
In reality, and we see this from the unpublished correspondence between the plaintiffs and their experts, there was a good deal of doubt about the integrity of the key witness and the credibility of his version of the origin of the Protocols. 19 The historian Boris Nikolaevskii, a coordinator of the Bern trial and an expert on the czarist secret police, admitted in a confi dential letter that his own research had convinced him that Rachkovskii "under no circumstances could have had anything to do with the preparation of the Protocols." 20 Nevertheless, Nikolaevskii did not present his fi ndings at the trial, since, as he wrote later, this "would have been a stab in the back of the Russian experts and would have objectively disorganized the campaign against Hitler."
21 He called du Chayla a "swindler" (prokhodimets), who had no idea about the origins of the Protocols.
22
The detailed and coherent narrative about the origin and early dissemination of the Protocols had now been authorized by a legal court. All that was left was to publicize this narrative and further spread the word. This is where Henri Rollin came in. In 1939 his book L'apocalypse de notre temps appeared in Paris. 23 In it, the French writer and secret service offi cer presents his view of the conspiracy between German and Russian anti-Semites, who, from their bases in Berlin and Munich in the 1920s and 1930s, spread the myth of the Jewish-Bolshevist global conspiracy and-more or less consciouslymade use of a forgery to do so. Basically, Rollin produces a countermyth, in that the German-Russian anti-Semitic conspiracy he uncovers is almost identical to the Jewish conspiracy. A legend still circulating today is that Rollin's book is very rare because it was confi scated by the Nazis during the occupation of France and destroyed. The book actually went through at least fi ve editions in 1939, was widely available, and is today easy to fi nd in secondhand bookshops.
Another contribution to the conspiracy narrative surrounding the Protocols came from Konrad Heiden. His famous book The Fuehrer: Hitler's Rise to Power describes the scene in which Alfred Rosenberg, later the leading ideologue of the Nazi movement, is passed the Protocols.
One day in the summer of 1917 a student was reading in his room in Moscow. A stranger entered, laid a book on the table, and silently vanished. The cover of the book bore in Russian the words from the twenty-fourth chapter of Matthew: "He is near, he is hard by the door."-The student sensed the masterful irony of higher powers in this strange happening. They had sent him a silent message. He opened the book, and the voice of a demon spoke to him.
24
This story turns Rosenberg into a tool of the anti-Semitic conspiracy and is of course impossible to verify. In fact, it paraphrases a story in which the London Times correspondent Philip Perceval Graves tells of the mysterious "Mr X," who in Constantinople in August 1921 gave him a copy of Maurice Joly's anti-Napoleonic pamphlet, which allowed him to expose the Protocols as plagiarism.
25
In 1967 the book was published that for a long time became the standard reference for the Protocols, Norman Cohn's Warrant for Genocide. Basically, Cohn did no independent research, preferring to compile the fi ndings of others. Most of these stemmed from Nikolaevskii. Although that is not clear from Cohn's book itself (which was published after Nikolaevskii's death), it is apparent in the correspondence between Nikolaevskii and Cohn's Russian wife, Vera, from 1964 to 1966. If we recall: Nikolaevskii was convinced that the origins of the Protocols had nothing to do with Rachkovskii and the Okhrana and that the key witness for that narrative, du Chayla, was a "swindler." Nevertheless, Cohn held on to du Chayla and his tale. The reason deserves to be quoted: "Of course," wrote Vera Cohn to Nikolaevskii, du Chayla was indeed a "swindler," but his description was so "picturesque" (zhivopisno) that "it would be a shame to omit it." 26 The tale then fi gures in key passages of Cohn's book and delivers the "facts," which even today strongly determine the narrative of the origins of the Protocols. Enthralling and effective as it is, there is little doubt that this narrative contributed to the myth surrounding the Protocols and thus to its success.
More than thirty years after Cohn's book, Hadassa Ben-Itto's Lie That Wouldn't Die was published. 27 The author, a prominent judge and diplomat from Israel, wrote her book "for people who want to know what really happened." 28 The result is a peculiar mix of fact and fi ction, a kind of historical novel with invented episodes, dialogues, and inner monologues. The book was enormously successful among critics; it was adopted by academic libraries and translated into many languages. What sort of book is this? A quote from the advertising blurb for the German edition:
The "Jewish global conspiracy" is still used today to explain wars and revolutions, economic crises and stock market crashes, terrorism and AIDS. Again and again the threads come together in a book: the Protocols of the Elders of Zion. Hadassa Ben-Itto gets to the bottom of the story of these Protocols over seven years of research. The result is a factual report that could not be more absorbing and enthralling if it were invented, although the subject matter would make an ideal thriller: conspiracy and murder, princesses and the Russian imperial family, secret services and leading industrialists-and a virtuous young lawyer, who takes on all of this.
29
There is really nothing to add to this description. We are by now far from historical research, moving in the realms of fi ction: exciting, lively stories that can be relayed well in a comic book. As Lepekhin's sensational discovery of the Protocols author showed, in this realm of "faction" no one asks for evidencethere is none. It can also make careers; the previously unknown Lepekhin became a "leading Russian historian" overnight.
Investigating the Protocols, one often meets the border between fi ction and fact and can observe how this border is crossed: the Protocols was compiled from a series of fi ctional texts and then presented as the authentic document of an actual conspiracy. But the literature about the Protocols also far too frequently ignores this border, when, for example, comprehensive and (admittedly) gripping stories take precedence over well-researched histories. 30 We still do not know by whom, when, and for what purpose the Protocols was fabricated. What we hear is a narrative-to be precise, a conspiracy narrative. The actors this time are not Jews, however, but cunning secret agents, fanatical anti-Semites, and sinister reactionaries. The myth of the Jewish con- spiracy has been responded to with a countermyth, which is no less mysterious than the one it aims to counter.
This shows that the critics of the conspiracy myth also too easily succumb to the seductive power of what they are trying to overcome. As the history of the Protocols indicates, the concept of conspiracy offers clear answers where in reality the relations are complex and opaque. Perhaps we will never discover the origins of the Protocols. But that should be frustrating only for a handful of historians. Everyone else already knows all too well what they want to believe.
